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MAKING A SCALE FOR THE MEASUREMENT 
OF ENGLISH COMPOSITION 



CHARLES F. TOWNE- 

Boston, Mass. 



It has long been known that there is a wide variation in the 
judgment of teachers in the determination of the quality of 
English Composition. A theme that one teacher would score 
as excellent in quality, might be scored as medium by another, 
and possibly poor by a third. These variations are due to 
the differing standards of the teachers. Pupils who have 
seemed to do good work in composition under one teacher 
may be reported as poor when placed under the charge of 
another. 

For the correction of this variation there is needed some 
objective definite standard as a substitute for the various 
individual standards. Already several scales for the measure- 
ment of English Composition have been constructed, the best 
known of which are the Hillegas and the Harvard Newton 
Scales. 

During the past year the teachers and Superintendents of 
the city of Providence were engaged in revising the Course of 
Study in Language. In the many discussions that occurred 
over this question it was frequently suggested that a composi- 
tion scale adapted to the local conditions be constructed. 
Finally, it was decided to undertake the problem of making 
such a scale and the following plan was formulated as a work- 
ing basis. 

■ This study was made while the author was Assistant Superintendent of Schools, 
Providence, R. I. 
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PLAN FOR CONSTRUCTING A SCALE FOR THE 
MEASUREMENT OF ENGLISH COMPOSITION 

A. PURPOSE 

The purpose of this study is to create an objective standard 
for the measurement of English Composition, with the para- 
graph as the unit, based upon the actual work of the pupils of 
each grade to be measured. 

B. PLAN 

The Superintendent shall divide the city into districts, 
each containing one or more schools which in his opinion face 
a common problem in composition work. Then scales shall 
be made for each district. A copy of each district scale shall 
then be sent to the office and composite scales for the whole 
city shall be formed. 

C. STANDARDS OF JUDGMENT 

The pupil should write with fair facility an original para- 
graph upon a subject within the range of his own experience or 
interests. Such a paragraph should show: 

1. An absolute mastery of the "sentence idea." 

2. Freedom from glaring grammatical mistakes. 

3. Correct spelling of all ordinary words. 

4. Unfailing use of the commonest marks of punctuation. 

5. Some evidence of attention to matters of sentence struc- 
ture and to choice of words. 

6. Some degree of power to organize and arrange ideas 
around a central thought. 

Note: Teachers will please bear in mind that the above standards are 
for the eighth grade. Naturally pupils below that grade cannot be 
expected to reach this amount of excellence and their efforts are to be judged 
on the basis of their approach toward these standards. 
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D. PREPARATION 

A printed sheet should be given to each teacher, explaining 
the nature and purpose of the experiment, and containing 
complete directions for the work of preparation. This sheet 
should be made the basis of discussion in two teachers' meetings 
so that the directions may be thoroughly understood. Each 
teacher shall be allowed one week in which to explain to her 
class the essentials of a good paragraph as given in the printed 
sheet. Then each pupil should be told to select a subject in 
which he is particularly interested. The teacher should help 
him to limit the subject so that it may be properly treated in a 
one-page paragraph. During the next two weeks, each pupil 
should give before the class a short oral theme on the subject 
he has chosen. This should furnish adequate preparation for 
the writing of the theme. 

E. WRITING 

Each pupil should be allowed one hour to write and copy 
his composition in class. When finished it should be from one- 
half of a page to a page in length. No name on paper. 

F. SELECTION 

Each teacher should arrange her papers in order of merit 
into five groups representing merit of grades A, B, C, D, & E or 
90, 80, 70, 60, 50 or below. The number of themes in these 
groups should be in the following ratio: 
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Odd numbers (over 40, 30, 20, etc.) may be assigned to any 
group irrespective of the number already there. When all the 
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themes have been assigned to such groups, the teacher should 
select two themes from each group for use in the scale. Themes 
should then be sent to the office of the district. 



G. JUDGING 

When all themes have been received, a serial number shall 
be assigned to each, and this number should be entered upon a 
summary sheet. Themes and sheet should then be sent to 
Judge No. I. She should then read each theme and assign 
it to one of five groups in order of merit as before except that 
there shall be an equal number of themes in each group. Then 
she should record the grade of each theme on the summary 
sheet. The themes and summary sheet should then be returned 
to the office to be sent to Judge No. 2, etc. When each judge 
has graded each theme, only those themes should be retained 
for the scale which 75 per cent or more of the judges have 
assigned to the same grade. Of these remaining themes the 
judges in committee shall select the one to be placed in the scale 
to represent each grade of merit. In this way the choice is 
narrowed down to a very few papers, and the work of the judges 
is made very simple. 

H. EXPLANATION 

When the scale has been formed, a committee of judges 
shall point out the virtues and defects of each paper in such a 
way as to make the reason for grading clear and to show the 
evident basis for assigning the theme to its place in the scale. 

In addition to the preceding plan the following suggestions 
for the preparation of one paragraph themes by Richard D. 
Allen, Principal of Veazie Street Grammar School, were pre- 
pared for the guidance of the teachers: 

"A careful study of the paragraph should greatly improve 
both oral and written composition, and should improve the 
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ability of pupils to read by paragraphs rather than by words 
or by sentences. It is hoped that the following suggestions in 
the preparation of one paragraph themes will be of service to 
teachers and help them to adjust their work to meet the new 
requirements. 

"a. general suggestions 

"i. It is wise to assign no more themes than can be read 
in class. The pupil should prepare and write his themes for 
the definite purpose of instruction or entertainment of the 
members of his class. Under these conditions better prepara- 
tion and greater interest are insured. The themes may be so 
assigned that from three to five will be due on any one day. 
These, if confined to single paragraphs should take only from 
one to three minutes. The pupil's reward should be not only 
a mark, but the approbation of both pupils and teacher. 

"2. Themes should be preserved in leaf covers owned or 
made by the pupil. Pupils should be encouraged to compare 
each theme with former themes, and to look for evidences of 
improvement in writing, sentence structure, paragraph struc- 
ture, freedom from common errors, punctuation, etc. 

"3. The written theme should usually follow an oral theme 
on the same subject. When the theme is written, many 
errors will appear in spelling, punctuation, etc., which were not 
evident in the oral theme. The oral theme is a test of thought, 
organization, pronunciation, voice, and personality; the written 
theme is a test of correct form. 

"4. The steps in the preparation of a theme should always 
be as follows: 

a) Selection of subject 

I>) Criticism of subject by teacher 

c) Rough outline 

d) Finished outline 
^)#Oral Theme 
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/) Written Theme corrected 
^)# Written Theme rewritten and read before class 
jfEither (e) or (g) before class. 

"b. illustration 

"a) A theme is assigned. The pupil is told to choose a 
subject in which he is specially interested, or one within the 
range of his own experience. For those who find original 
selection difficult, a suggestive list may be offered by the 
teacher. 

"b) The next day, each pupil should pass in his chosen 
subject to the teacher for criticism. The teacher should make 
the limiting of subjects a class exercise until she is satisfied 
that it is understood and practiced by most of the class. For 
instance, a child passes in the subject 'Farming.' The teacher 
finds that the 'farm' is ten feet square and therefore shows that 
'gardening' is more appropriate, though still too large a sub- 
ject. By inquiry she finds that the pupil is chiefly interested 
in the making of the garden, or the care of the garden, or the 
saving involved in growing one's own vegetables, fruits, etc. 
And so the teacher suggests the limiting of the subject to 'The 
Making of a Garden,' or 'How I Made My Own Garden.' In 
the same way a subject like 'Mexico' would become 'The 
Importance of Mexican Oil Wells in War Times,' or 'The 
Mexican Peon,' or some such restricted subject. It is very 
important that teachers should always keep in mind that the 
important thing is not condensation, but expansion — the 
selection of a very narrow subject which is to be treated fully. 

"c) After the subject has been made very definite, the 
pupil should be taught to make a rough outline. He should jot 
down all the ideas suggested by the subject and all that he can 
find out about it. Then he should eliminate and regroup these 
sub-topics so that there will be only two or three at most, and 
arrange these in the order in which they are to be treated. 
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"d) When the rough sketch has been prepared the 
finished form is next considered. Here a change in arrange- 
ment may be necessary. The finished outline should 
consist of: 

1. A short, attractive, suggestive, introductory or topic 
sentence. 

2. Two or three sub-topics. 

3. If the teacher wishes, the final sentence of the paragraph 
may be included to emphasize the fact that the conclusion must 
come back to the introduction, the point from which the theme 
began. 

"The topic sentence must have a subject and a predicate, 
since it is best to make a distinction vcvform between topic and 
sub-topics, and because in this way the scope of the subject 
of the paragraph can be more easily and definitely limited. 
The sub-topics must be nouns and their modifiers — (without 
finite verbs). When the outline is used for an oral theme, the 
pupil has in his topic sentence a direct and suggestive beginning; 
he has the sub-topics to guide him In the development of his 
topic sentence, and by his concluding sentence he knows when 
he is through — as many speakers do not. 

"e) When the oral theme is due, the pupil should hand his 
outline to the teacher, take his place before the class, begin with 
his topic sentence, develop the idea clearly and fully, finish 
with a good strong, concluding sentence in summary, and then 
take his seat. The teacher will find it convenient to make note 
of criticisms and mistakes on the outline, mention those which 
would benefit the class, grade the theme, and return the outline 
to be written and placed in the notebook. Occasionally the 
oral work may be omitted and the written theme read in its 
place. But one of the two should always be required. In 
the oral theme, position, voice, manner, and ideas should be 
emphasized and the pupils should be made familiar with the 
proper standard. 



48 THE ELEMENTARY SCHOOL JOURNAL 

"f) Written themes have always been the dread of the 
language teacher. But if there are no more themes assigned 
than can be read before the class by the pupils at the rate of 
from three to five a day, correction will no longer be a burden. 
The outline and the oral theme insure organization and thought; 
the speaking and reading before the class insure much more 
careful work than would ordinarily be obtained in themes. 

"g) When the theme has been corrected by the teacher, it 
should be copied and corrected by the pupil, and placed in his 
own notebook for future comparison with his other themes. 
Pride in one's work is as valuable in language as in manual 
training or domestic science and sewing. 

"The following is a sample outline to show the form to be 
used. 

HOW I MADE MY OWN GARDEN 

Topic Sentence: 

Last summer for the first time in my life, I made my own garden. 

Sub-topics: 

1. Choosing the spot. 

2. Spading and preparing the soil. 

3. Planting and marking. 
Concluding Sentence: 

After this experience I decided that making my own garden is half 
the fun. 

"In correlating the silent reading with the oral and written 
language work it is suggested that the teacher encourage the 
pupils to find the topic sentences of the paragraphs in the read- 
ing books wherever they are plainly evident. Topics or topic 
sentences should be made up only where there is clearly no 
topic sentence expressed. They will be found readily, however, 
in most of the paragraphs of the reading book. With a little 
practice pupils should be able to pick out topic sentences unfail- 
ingly. It is often useful to read only the topic sentence and 
then see how nearly they can guess about what is coming in 
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the paragraph. Very often the topic sentence also indicates 
the main idea of the previous paragraph. The aim of such 
drill is to enable pupils to grasp the thought of the paragraph 
and so read by paragraphs rather than by sentences." 

The first two weeks in May were designated as the period 
for preparation and on May fifteenth each pupil wrote his 
theme. The Superintendent grouped the schools according 
to the suggested plan and designated one grammar master in 
each group to act as director for his division. At the same 
time ten teachers in each grade in each group were chosen by 
lot to judge the themes. The judges did their work rapidly 
and effectively, and after the computations were made a sample 
of each grade of quality that met the requirements was selected. 
Since there were five groups of schools, five scales were 
obtained, each of which was especially representative of its 
particular group. 

The next step was to construct a scale for the city. In 
order to do this it was decided to take the twenty-five themes 
constituting the five scales for each grade and have them 
rated by a different group of judges. Twenty of the grammar 
masters consented to act as judges and the themes selected by 
them for the city scale are indicated on the printed charts, 
which give the full scale, by stars. 

Several important results have been produced by the joint 
work of the principals, teachers, and superintendents in the 
construction of this scale. The attention of all has been 
directed to the subject of composition in a practical and effective 
manner, since they are joint partners in this effort. All are 
much interested in the plan and many who were somewhat 
skeptical as to the need of such an objective standard have been 
convinced of its value when shown the great variation in the 
ratings given by the judges. 

The emphasis that was placed upon the paragraph as a unit, 
with its sub-topics, which was followed during the period of 
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preparation, has already shown good results. Pupils are 
speaking and writing more intelligently and with greater 
interest than was formerly the case and teachers are approach- 
ing the composition work with clearer ideas and better under- 
standing. 

It is not possible to reproduce the whole scale. The five 
passages selected to make up the city scale for the seventh 
grade and the five passages making up the city scale for the 
eighth grade are reproduced so that the reader may have a 
general idea of the character of the scale. 

PROVIDENCE PUBLIC SCHOOLS 

A Scale for the Measurement of English Composition 
Selected Passages Constituting the City Scale for the Seventh Grade 



WHAT MY parents MEAN TO ME 

At present my parents mean everything to me as, the loss of them 
would be the greatest misfortune, that could befall me. My parents do 
all they can to teach me right. They help in my school work, explain 
how to reason out my examples and how to study and retain what I learn. 
They choose proper amusements an instructive books for me to read. They 
buy my clothing and look after my health so that I may grow strong in 
mind and body. When I grow to manhood I hope to be able to repay 
them for their care. 



WEST POINT 

West Point on the Hudson River is the chief stronghold in America. 
The walls are made of cement and are very strong. They also slope so 
an attacking army could not scale them. They are also very high they 
stand about twenty five feet. Men who want to go there must first pass 
the examinations then get a permit from his congressmen. The men are 
drilled very hard because some day they to will have to drill men. They 
are kept under strict discipline and are given demerits very often for 
breaking the law. It is a very high honor to be at the head of the class. 
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When graduation comes the men are given their diploma's by the high 
offcials in the Army. Some people say there were corsets because they 
stand so straight. I hope some day you will be able to go to West Point 
and see the sights. 



A SAIL-BOAT RACE 

Last summer down to Winthrop Beach a man made me a sail-boat 
about one foot from bow to stern with a lead keel. While I was down 
there I met another boy who had a sail-boat about one foot and a half in 
length. I asked him would he race my boat and he said, "Yes," So we 
got into a small rowboat and pushed off from shore after we got into the 
channel we let both of the boats go his was in the lead then mine caught 
up and was in the lead for about five minutes when his got caught in a 
mooning of a big boat. This ending the race for the day. I like sail- 
boating because it is an exciting sport. 



MY FIRST DAY ON A BOAT 

A trip on a boat on a warm summer day is delightful. We keft 
Providence at 10.00. We reached New London at 3.30. We got off the 
boat. We walked around the city. Soon it was getting 4.00. We then 
got on the boat. While going back we saw a large shark. Everybody 
went to look at it. Soon we reached New Port. We saw a lot of warships 
and sailors. It was now getting dark. Soon we was home again. My 
first day on a boat was a happy one. 



PLANTS NEED SUN SHINE 

Through my experience I found that plants need sun shine. 

If you were to place a plant in the garden were it could not get any 
sun. In a day or so you would find that it has become withered and 
died. If you should place it in a dark room were it could not get any 
sun shine it would also. But if you place it were it can get not to 
much sun shine and not to much water. You would find that it would 
thrive rapidly. 
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PROVIDENCE PUBLIC SCHOOLS 

A Scale for the Measurement of English Composition 
Selected Passages Constituting the City Scale for the Eighth Grade 



MAKING MAY BASKETS 

Making may baskets is very good fun and I enjoy making them almost 
as much as receiving them. When I make one the first thing I do is 
get my materials ready. I need a small box, paste, and fancy colored 
tissue paper. Then I cut fringes on the ends of the paper and get it ready 
to paste on the sides of the box. Then comes a sticky process and before 
I am through I have managed to stick everything that is within reach. 
The box must have a lining so I place white tissue paper inside. To make 
the handle I cut a narrow strip of cardboard, cover it with tissue, and 
paste it on so that it will hold when I pick the basket up. After much 
hard labor I have a pretty may basket, ready to fill and send out to one 
of my friends. 

B 

THE HIGH COST OF LIVING 

The high cost of living is now troubling nearly all the people of the 
United States. This is caused by speculations and destruction of food, 
high freight rate, and other similar reasons. If the people were wise they 
would raise their food by planting. Instead of potatoes they could utilize 
rice which contains just as much nourishment and is much cheaper. If 
this high cost of living keeps on as it is going on now there will be a famine 
and many people will starve to death. 



c 

A VISIT TO THE PARK MUSEUM 

The museum at Roger Williams Park contains some very odd and 
interesting things. The things that were impressed on my mind the 
strongest were the minerals, the stuffed birds, and stuffed animals. If I 
were ever asked a question concerning birds or animals, and could not 
find the answer, I would go to this museum. If more people were to visit 
this museum I know they would be interested in something there. 
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D 
THE ATTENTION OF A FLOWER GARDEN 

A flower garden should be given great attention. Fertile soil and 
plenty of sun and moisture is needed if one wishes to succeed with his 
garden. If these are sufficiently supplied the flowers will sprout. Later 
they will be in full bloom, scatter their fragrance and fill the air with sweet 
perfume. 



WHICH HAS A BETTER TIME — A GIRL OR A BOY 

I think a boy has a very fine time than a girl because he is always free 
from work. I have a little brother that is free from house work but not 
free from getting coal down the cellar for the fire. I often see boys that 
whoop-behind wagons and some go to playgrounds and have their fine 
time while their sisters have to stay home to cook, clean the rooms, wash 
the floor, rooms, entries, and the stairs etc. But many boys often have 
accident happen to them. Many ride bycicles, some go on roller skates 
and always get hurt While the boy is having his fun the girl is learning 
something many boys get whipped when they get home because their 
cloths are dirty. 



